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Uniacke House
Uniacke House at Mount Uniacke, Nova Scotia, built 1813-15 was

the country home of Richard John Uniacke, attorney-general of Nova
Scotia from 1797 to 1830. Now owned by the Province of Nova Scotia
lor preservation as a historic site, the house, with its original 19th
century furnishings, is considered one of the most interesting examples
of colonial architecture in Canada.

Uniacke House and grounds are open to visitors daily June 1 to
September 30 from 9:30 a.m. to 5:30 p.m. Admission is free.

RICHARD JOHN UNIACKE
Richard John Uniacke, picturesque figure in Nova Scotia's political

history, was born in 1753 at Castletown, County Cork, Ireland His
father was a member of the Irish landed gentry and his grandfather
had commanded a cavalry troop for William of Orange at the battle
of the Boyne.

When he was 16 he was articled to a Dublin attorney. Four years
later he quarrelled with his father, who subsequently disinherited him
quit his apprenticeship and sailed to seek his fortune in America.

In 1774, Uniacke arrived in Philadelphia, where he met Moses Deles-
dermer, a Swiss resident of Nova Scotia seeking settlers for lands at
Fort Cumberland near the present boundary between Nova Scotia andNew Brunswick. Delesdernier, impressed by the appearance of the tall
(6 feet 2 inches) athletic young Irishman, offered Uniacke a job as his
assistant at Cumberland. The offer was accepted.

The next year, when Uniacke was 21, he married Martha Deles-
dernier, daughter of his employer. His bride was not yet 13.

Late in 1776, following the "Cumberland Rebellion," in which Fort
Cumberland was unsuccessfully attacked by a force of American revolu-
tionary sympathizers from Maine, Uniacke was arrested with others
on suspicion of treason and brought prisoner to Halifax. However, the
charge was dropped and he never appeared in court.

A few months later, Uniacke sailed for the British Isles. He
resumed his law apprenticeship in Ireland and was admitted as an
attorney in Dublin in 1779. He returned to Nova Scotia and was
admitted to the bar in Halifax in 1781. In the same year, at the age
of 28, the fledgling lawyer received appointment as solicitor-general
for Nova Scotia.

Making his debut in politics in 1782, Uniacke was elected to the
House of Assembly. Despite his inexperience in public life the new
member took a leading place in affairs of the House. He introduced or
supported many measures to remove abuses in the conduct of govern-
ment business, to open House sessions to the public and dispense with
the secrecy which surrounded its proceedings. All in all he was a very
active legislator. In 1789 he was elected speaker of the House.

Outside of the Assembly as in it, Uniacke was known for his keen
sense of humor and razor-edged wit. He was in demand as a public
speaker, always fluent, often eloquent.



His private law practice flourished and in addition Governor John
Parr appointed him advocate general in the Nova Scotia Vice-Admiralty
Court. England being almost continuously at war during the next
quarter-century, the court was a busy place. Uniacke began to build a
substantial fortune from the large fees he was allowed.

Despite his long life in Nova Scotia, the big Irishman never lost

his love for the homeland. He was founder (in 1786) of the Charitable
Irish Society in Halifax and its first president, serving 12 terms in office.

In 1797, Uniacke was appointed attorney-general of Nova Scotia,

a post he filled the rest of his life. One of his accomplishments was a
long needed revision of the laws of the province.

His wife, Martha Uniacke, died in 1803 when she was only 40. She
had borne him 12 children, six sons and six daughters, of whom 11
survived their mother. In 1808, at the age of 55, Uniacke married Eliza
Newton, daughter of a captain in the British army. They had one son.

A few months after his second marriage the attorney-general was
appointed to the Legislative Council, upper house of the Nova Scotia
Legislature. Here, as earlier in the Assembly, he supported many re-

forms, including the long debated control of money bills by the Assembly.

He served as a member of the council for 22 years until his death
in 1830. Forty-nine of his 77 years were spent in the public service of
Nova Scotia.

THE UNIACKE ESTATE
The history of the Uniacke estate at Mount Uniacke began in 1776.

Richard John Uniacke, then 23, charged with treason in connection with
the ill-starred "Cumberland rebellion," was brought across the province
to Halifax as a prisoner for trial.

Due to the difficulties of land travel in those days of poor roads or
none at all, the easiest route from Cumberland to the capital was over-
land to Parrsboro, by ferry across Minas Basin to Windsor, then over-
land again to Halifax. Tradition has it that Uniacke and his guards
paused to rest by a lake midway between Windsor and Halifax. The
young Irish immigrant was struck by the beauty of the place and its

resemblance to his ancestral home in Ireland.

Ten years later, when he was a rising political figure, solicitor-

general and a member of the House of Assembly, Uniacke obtained a
grant of 1000 acres in the vicinity. He called the place Mount Uniacke
after the home of his Irish grandfather and the lake Martha after
his wife.

Another 27 years passed. Uniacke became attorney-general and a
member of the Legislative Council, one of Nova Scotia's most prominent
men, before he realized his dream of a home at Mount Uniacke. Work
on the great house was begun in 1813 and completed in 1815, the year
of the battle of Waterloo.

Barns, a coach house, greenhouse and other outbuildings were built.

Farm laborers cleared a large area for cultivation, crops were raised
and fine cattle imported. The workers lived in cottages on the estate
but ate their meals in the big kitchen of the main house. In 1819 a
second grant added 4000 acres to the estate.



After the house was completed, Uniacke spent most of his time here,
going to Halifax only when the duties of attorney-general demanded or
the Legislature was in session. Here he died 15 years later.

The property remained in the Uniacke family until 1949, when it

was acquired by the Province of Nova Scotia.

UNIACKE HOUSE TODAY
Uniacke House stands today as it did in 1815, with the original

furnishings, a memorial to Nova Scotia culture of the 19th century.

A wide portico extends across the front of the building two stories
high. The main entrance door with heavy brass knocker and the Uniacke
coat of arms opens into a wide hall, centre of much family activity in

the days of "the old attorney-general." Family and servants gathered
here each morning for prayers. Twelve Adams chairs, which helped seat
the assembly, line the wall next to the stairway.

The house was heated by many wood stoves, one of which stands in

the hall. Swords from the battle of Waterloo, guns and pistols are dis-

played around the mantle. By the door is a brass hand bell, used to call

the household to meals, which also doubled as a door stop. Near the front
of the hall is a chair from the cabin of Admiral Edward Boscawen, who
commanded the British fleet at the capture of Louisbourg in 1758.

To the right of the entrance is the dining room, on the wall of which
hangs a portrait of Richard John painted by Robert Field in 1811.

Opposite the dining room is the drawing room, Furniture here in-

cludes a piano which belonged to Mrs. James B. Uniacke and a high
desk, fashioned with a sailor's penknife, presented to Mrs. Fitzgerald
Uniacke, both daughters-in-law of the attorney-general. Behind the
dining room is the library, the walls of which are filled with Richard
Uniacke's books. Here too are his desk and armchair.

The house has eight bedrooms, one on the main floor opposite the
library and seven on the second, including a maid's room. Great four-

poster beds, old dressers and washstands are all as they were nearly a
century and a half ago.

In the basement is the huge kitchen with its great fireplace, cook's

quarters and storerooms. Hooks in the ceiling were for the hanging of

hams, dried herbs and fruit.

Interesting features of the old home are the wide pine board floors,

ponderous door hardware with giant keys, each having appropriate name
block attached, old lamps and clocks, and the round holes in closet doors

which gave the Uniacke cats free access in their pursuit of mice.

Further information can be obtained from:

NOVA SCOTIA MUSEUM OF SCIENCE

Halifax, Nova Scotia.


